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That	 among	 the	 rights	 guaranteed	 by	 the	Constitution	and	 Laws,	 we	
distinctly	recognize	that	of	property	in	negro	slaves,	and	hereby	publicly	
denounce	as	calumniators	those	who	represent	us	to	be	Abolitionists,	and	
as	a	consequence,	hostile	to	the	South,	which	is	both	the	land	of	our	birth	
and	the	land	of	our	home.48	
	
	
																																																								
	 44	Annie	Abel,	“The	American	Indian	as	Slaveholder	and	Secessionist:	An	Omitted	Chapter	in	the	
Diplomatic	History	of	the	Southern	Confederacy,”	The	Georgia	Historical	Quarterly	5,	no.	3September	1921),	
145.	
45		Bailey,	Invisible	Southerners:	Ethnicity	in	the	Civil	War,	32.	
46	Albert	Pike	to	Robert	Toombs,	May	29,	1861.	War	of	the	Rebellion:	Serial	127	Page	0359	
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However,	soon	after	the	resolution	was	published,	Ross	and	over	seven	thousand	
Cherokees	chose	to	leave	for	Kansas	to	avoid	being	forced	to	fight	for	the	Confederacy	and	
experiencing	the	bloodshed	that	was	soon	to	result	from	the	Civil	War.	49	
	
Loyalties	of	Non	Slave-Owning	Tribes	in	the	Same	Territory	
	 When	considering	why	these	tribes	chose	to	ally	with	the	Confederacy,	some	
historians	believe	geography	played	a	key	role.	President	Andrew	Johnson,	in	the	Indian	
Removal	Act	of	1830,	removed	the	Southern	Native	Americans	from	their	ancestral	lands	in	
Tennessee,	Mississippi,	and	Alabama	and	forced	them	to	live	on	Indian	Territory	in	
Oklahoma.	Thirty-five	years	later	in	1865,	the	nearly	74,000	Indians	who	lived	in	the	
territory	were	surrounded	by	Confederate	states	such	as	Texas	and	Arkansas.50		Their	best	
men	having	left	for	the	Confederacy,	the	Union	Bureau	of	Indian	Affairs	made	several	
critical	errors	in	judgment.	First,	the	Union	removed	the	federal	troops	that	were	stationed	
in	the	Indian	Territory	to	the	more	urgent	battlefields,	intending	to	later	send	a	division	of	
volunteers	to	guard	the	Federal	forts.51	Secondly,	the	Union	assumed	the	Indians	would	
remain	loyal.	However,	left	alone,	with	no	protection	and	with	the	Confederacy	eager	for	an	
alliance,	many	historians	believe	the	tribes	had	little	choice	but	to	make	an	alliance	because	
of	their	geographical	location.	One	historian	cautiously	wrote	that	considering	the	Indians’	
strategic	position,	neutrality	would	be	difficult.52	Another	called	any	ideas	of	neutrality	
“delusional.”53	These	historians	believe	the	tribes	joined	the	Confederacy	because	the	
																																																								
	
50	Bailey,	Invisible	Southerners:	Ethnicity	in	the	Civil	War,	29.	
51	Abel,	The	American	Indian	as	a	Participant	in	the	Civil	War,	283.	
	 52	Bailey,	Invisible	Southerners:	Ethnicity	in	the	Civil	War,	34.		
53	Abel,“The	American	Indian	as	Slaveholder	and	Secessionist,”	124.	
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Unions’	blunders	caused	an	already	precarious	situation	to	become	absolutely	impossible	
by	means	of	geography:	“They	were	slaveholding	tribes…yet	were	supposed	by	the	United	
States	government	to	have	no	interest	whatsoever	in	the	sectional	conflict	that	involved	the	
very	existence	of	the	peculiar	institution.	Thus	the	federal	government	left	them	to	
themselves	at	the	critical	moment	and	left	them,	moreover,	at	the	mercy	of	the	South.”54			
	 However,	when	studying	the	role	of	geography	in	the	tribes’	decisions,	these	
historians	must	consider	that	the	Five	Civilized	Tribes	were	not	alone	in	the	Indian	
Territory.	While	these	five	tribes	made	up	about	58,000	of	the	74,000	Indians	living	in	
Indian	Territory,	they	were	by	no	means	the	only	tribes.55	The	Catawba,	Chippewa,	
Delaware,	Menominee,	Miami,	Osage,	Ottawa,	Potawatomi,	Quapaw,	Shawnee,	and	
Winnebago	tribes	had	also	been	forced	to	migrate	to	the	western	territories	and	resided	
with	the	Five	Civilized	Tribes	on	Indian	Territory.56	Like	the	Five	Civilized	Tribes,	these	
tribes	had	migrated	in	the	1830s;	however,	their	home	had	been	in	the	northeast,	and	they	
had	experienced	a	far	longer	trek	and	had	a	more	severe	acclimation	to	the	west	and	the	
hostile	plains	Indians.57	
	
	
	
																																																								
54	Palmié,	Slave	Cultures	and	the	Cultures	of	Slavery,	169.	
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Figure	1.	Map	of	Tribes	in	Indian	Territory	in	1860.58	
	
	 Despite	these	non	slave-owning	tribes’	similar	geographic	location	and	justifiable	
grievances	against	the	Union	government,	they	still	did	not	ally	with	the	Confederacy.	At	
the	beginning	of	the	war,	many	of	these	tribes	wrote	letters	to	Washington,	begging	for	
support	against	the	aggressive	Confederate	agents,	with	little	results.	The	Upper	Creek	
Chief	Opoeth-le-yo-ho-la	wrote	to	the	president,	or	“Great	Father,”	and	said,	“You	said	that	
in	our	new	homes	we	should	be	defended	from	all	interferences…and	should	we	be	injured	
by	anybody	you	would	come	with	your	soldiers	&	punish	them,	but	now	the	wolf	has	
come…White	People	are	trying	to	take	our	people	away	to	fight	against	us	and	you.”59	His	
pleas	were	largely	unanswered,	due	to	bureaucratic	squabbles	within	the	Union	Bureau	of	
Indian	Affairs.	Two	months	later,	in	November	of	1861,	Confederate	Colonel	Cooper	
gathered	a	force	of	fourteen	men,	composed	mostly	of	Indians,	to	attack	the	group	of	loyal	
																																																								
	 58	“1866-1889	Map	of	Indian	Territory,”	Census	Finder,	accessed	December	07,	2016,	
http://www.tulsaokhistory.com/maps/ok18661889	
	 59	Opoeth-le-yo-ho-la,	August	15,	1861	as	quoted	in	Annie	Heloise	Abel,	Slaveholding	Indians,	245.		
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Unionists.	In	response,	Chief	Opoeth-le-yo-ho-la	and	his	clan	fled	to	Kansas	for	refuge.60	
Other	tribes,	such	as	the	Delaware,	did	sign	treaties	with	the	Confederacy	after	being	
pressured	by	Albert	Pike	and	other	commissioners.	However,	they	promptly	broke	these	
treaties	when	many	of	the	men	volunteered	to	fight	for	the	Union.61	Out	of	all	the	tribes	
residing	in	Indian	Territory,	only	the	five	slave-owning	tribes	chose	to	ally	and	fight	with	
the	Confederacy.			
	 Despite	the	fact	that	these	tribes	allied	with	the	Union,	one	historian,	
Laurence	Hauptman,	argues	that	many	of	these	former	northern	tribes	did	not	support	the	
union	out	of	ant-slavery	sentiment	or	patriotism	for	the	United	States	but	simply	out	of	
sheer	necessity	to	survive.62	Yet	he	neglects	to	consider	that	these	tribes	were	surrounded	
by	Confederate	territory,	Confederate	agents,	and	Confederate	Indian	sympathies.	As	a	
result,	many	of	them	lost	significant	property	and	wealth	as	a	result	of	fighting	for	the	
Union.	One	Delaware	volunteer,	Black	Bear,	was	quite	wealthy	before	the	Civil	War,	yet	by	
the	end	of	the	war	Confederate	soldiers	had	seized	his	cattle,	horses,	and	destroyed	his	
home	and	crops.	Black	Bear	never	received	compensation	from	the	government	for	his	
losses	during	the	war.63	This	destruction	was	typical	of	much	of	the	land	of	property	in	
parts	of	Indian	Territory.	Many	of	these	Indians	who	fought	for	the	Union	did	so	at	great	
personal	loss	while	the	slave-owning	tribes	of	the	Choctaws	and	Chickasaws	never	
experienced	an	invasion	of	their	land	and	largely	escaped	the	war	unscathed.		
	 The	reason	these	tribes	chose	to	support	the	Union	and	did	not	join	the	
Confederacy,	unlike	the	Five	Civilized	Tribes,	was	because	they	did	not	have	slavery	in	their	
																																																								
60	Annie	Heloise,	Slaveholding	Indians,	254.	
61	Hauptman,	Between	Two	Fires,	28.	
62	Ibid.,	23.	
63Ibid.,	26-27.		
	 	 	DeWitt	
	
23	
tribes.	The	only	difference	between	tribes	such	as	the	Delaware,	Shawnee,	and	Miami	tribes	
and	the	Five	Civilized	Tribes	was	the	institution	of	slavery.	Factors	such	as	geography,	past	
exploitation,	and	diplomatic	pressure	all	paled	in	comparison	to	the	effect	peculiar	
institution	had	on	loyalty,	culture,	and	motivation.	Rather	than	victims	of	their	
circumstances,	the	Five	Civilized	Tribes	were	autonomous	nations	that	deliberate	chose	to	
join	the	side	that	would	protect	their	property	interests	and	culture.	
	
Conclusion	
	 It	is	not	coincidental	that	those	tribes	who	owned	slaves	chose	to	support	the	
Confederacy,	and	those	who	did	not	supported	the	Union.	The	Cherokee	tribe	is	the	perfect	
example	of	the	tribal	split	between	Indians	who	owned	slaves	and	those	who	did	not.	Those	
members	who	did	not	own	slaves	split	from	the	tribe	and	fled	to	the	North,	where	they	
stayed	as	refugees	until	the	end	of	the	war.64	The	rest,	led	by	Stand	Watie,	remained	allies	
with	the	Confederacy	until	the	end	of	the	war.	Lines	were	drawn	both	within	and	between	
tribes	based	on	the	issue	of	slavery.	Despite	popular	theories	that	the	Indians	joined	the	
Civil	War	because	of	geography	or	vulnerability,	when	one	considers	the	common	culture,	
diplomatic	evidence,	and	the	contrasting	actions	of	those	Indians	who	did	not	own	slaves,	
the	only	conclusion,	and	the	thesis	of	this	paper,	is	that	these	tribes	joined	the	war	to	
protect	the	peculiar	institution	of	slavery.			
	 The	Cherokees,	Choctaws,	and	Chickasaws	are	important	to	study	because	they	are	
group	of	people	who,	like	the	North	and	the	South,	were	also	divided	by	the	issue	of	
slavery.	However,	unlike	the	South,	these	tribes	could	not	cite	other	motivations,	such	as	
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states’	rights,	to	defend	their	rebellion	against	the	Union	because	they	were	already	
autonomous	with	their	own	laws,	governments,	and	bureaucracies.	As	this	paper	has	
shown,	slavery	was	their	impetus	for	allying	with	the	Confederacy,	and	as	the	only	third	
party	to	officially	join	the	Civil	War,	their	impetus	is	particularly	important	because	it	
shows	that	even	in	the	absence	of	political	differences	such	as	states	rights,	the	institution	
of	slavery	alone	was	enough	to	cause	these	tribes	to	ally	against	the	Union.	The	sobering	
significance	is	larger	than	the	tribes	themselves	because	it	shows	that	regardless	of	the	
political	and	cultural	difference	between	the	North	and	the	South,	perhaps	the	nature	of	
slavery	is	so	naturally	divisive	that,	aside	from	other	issues,	it	would	have	resulted	in	the	
Civil	War.	Regardless	of	the	possible	ramification,	the	“’peculiar	institution’	in	its	most	
peculiar	American	instance”	is	one	of	the	most	interesting	chapters	in	the	history	of	the	
Civil	War.	65	
	 Because	this	paper	is	not	exhaustive	on	the	topic	of	Indian	masters	and	black	slaves,	
there	are	several	topics	questions	to	this	paper’s	research	topic	that	have	not	been	
adequately	researched.		Namely,	what	repercussions	did	the	secessionist	Indians	faced	in	
the	Reconstruction	Years?	What	was	the	nature	of	the	working	relationship	between	white	
Confederate	soldiers	and	Indian	Confederate	soldiers?	Also,	how	did	the	black	slaves	view	
their	Indian	masters	and	what	was	that	relationship	like	both	before	and	after	the	war?	The	
topic	of	slave-owning	Indians	is	one	that	has	been	rarely	researched,	and	there	are	many	
approaches	that	might	prove	fruitful	for	a	researcher	in	the	future.	
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